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-- CHAPTER I

OVERVIEW

In 1964 President Johnson publicly urged other non-Conmmunist nations

to join in the effort to defeat Communist-supported insurgency in Vietnam.

By 1966, seven had done so: Australia, New Zealand, The Republic of Korea,

I Thailand, The Republic of the Philippines, The Republic of China, and

Spain. Of these, only Australia played a significant role in the air war.

She furnished, along with other smaller units, bomber, transport, and

Ihelicopter squadrons which performed on a level of competence widely

admired by the U.S. Air Force in Vietnam. On their own, these units

1 developed tactics which were borrowed by Seventh Air Force (7AF) and

put to good use. This was particularly true in the case of the Australian

Canberra bombers. Because they could deliver ordnance with a precision

3 no other aircraft in the theater could match under the same conditions,

they were given targets that would otherwise have had to be attacked with

5 expensive guided bombs. Over the years, the Australian cargo aircraft

unit maintained consistently higher tons-per-sortie and operational-

readiness averages than equivalent U.S. units. Furthermore, the Austra-

3 lians' employment of scout helicopters, forward air controllers, and

targeting procedures in their area of responsibility was more successful

in actually putting bombs on real targets than was the case in most

tactical areas. At the same time, Australia was in Vietnam to learn

what she could--by testing her doctrines and tactics for jungle warfare

3 and by observing U.S. and Vietnamese methods. All in all, then, it was

a fruitful association.
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CHAPTER II

GENERAL BACKGROUND

By sending 30 officers and warrant officers to advise the Army of

the Republic of Vietnam (ARVN) in July 1962, Australia became the first I
Free World nation after the United States to join South Vietnam in its 3

1/
struggle against Communist forces. By 1967 Australia had also become

the second foreign country in Vietnam with all three of its military 3
2/

services in active combat. Its contingent numbered over 8,000 men in

1970 (of whom 700 were airmen), third in size among Free World Forces,
3/

after the United States and the Republic of Korea. (During the same

approximate period, from 1962 to mid-1968, half a squadron of Australian

Air Force F-86s was stationed at Ubon in Thailand, at the request of the

Southeast Asia Treaty Organization, to help assure the air defense of

Thailand.) On 16 December 1969, following similar U.S. announcements I
about American troops, Australian Prime Minister John Gorton publicly

revealed that unspecified numbers of the Royal Australian forces would
4/ -_

be withdrawn from Vietnam starting in 1970. g
Australia, like New Zealand, paid its own way in the war, not being

5/
subsidized or recompensed as were the other Free World forces. Through

its efforts, a considerable strategic area guarding the southeast approaches 3
to Saigon and Long Binh was largely cleared of a once dangerous Viet Cong

threat, and strong pacification and civic-action programs were substituted.

A U.S. Presidential Citation, among other awards, attested to the efficacy

2
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of the Australian military contribution.

3 After the initial commitment of the 30 Australian Army advisors in

July 1962 (their number later grew to 100), a C-7 Caribou squadron was

sent to the Republic of Vietnam (RVN) in mid-1964. Its aircraft were

3integrated into the USAF airlift system, and the Australian-configured
Caribous thus became the first C-7s to be used by 7AF, antedating the

7/
transfer of U.S. Army C-7s by 2-1/2 years. In 1965 the first Australian
fighting troops arrived in RVN, and the following year they were constituted

as a task-force, their headquarters set up in a rubber plantation at Nui
8/

Dat, southeast of Saigon. In August 1966, a 150-man Australian company
successfully drove off two Viet Cong (VC) battalions trying to dislodge

g/
them from that plantation. During that year the task force grew to
5,000 men and operated in a manner similar to an independent U.S. brigade.

An RAAF helicopter squadron accompanied the task force as a support

Iunit and was based at Vung Tau, a U.S. Army airfield on the coast near the

i task force headquarters. The Australian Army Aviation Corps based a
"reconnaissance flight," consisting of helicopters and light planes, at

3 the headquarters itself to support liaison activities, perform visual

reconnaissance, and carry out psychological warfare in Australia's area of
I responsibility, Phuoc Tuy Province, and, when required, Bien Hoa. On

19 April 1967, bombers were added in the form of B-57 Canberras, which

became a working squadron of the USAF's 35th Tactical Fighter Wing at11/
Phan Rang AB. Only four days later their crews hit a wide range of

IDI



01WW
targets in RVN, becoming the first RAAF crews to drop bombs in the Viet-

12/
nam War. In October the Royal Australian Navy deployed UH-1 crews and

ground-support personnel to serve with the U.S. Army's 135th Helicopter

Assault Company at Bear Cat, RVN. Previously in 1967, Navy guided-missile 3
destroyers and scuba-equipped harbor security divers had been assigned to

duty in the Gulf of Tonkin, the South China Sea, and along the coast of I
13/

Vietnam. In addition, a small number of forward air controllers (FACs),

F-4 pilots, ground-control intercept specialists, specialist photographic

officers, and photo interpreters were attached to and operationally inte-3

grated with U.S. units throughout the country.

Resupply, for those items not bought from the U.S. military, was

carried out from Australia by RAAF C-130s and Qantas Airline contract I
14/aircraft, as were the rotation and medical evacuation of personnel.

In July 1970 Australia's 8,000 servicemen in Vietnam were divided

among (a) the 5,000-strong task force composed of three infantry battalions I
and supporting units based at Nui Dat, a logistic support group of about

1,300 at Vung Tau, the Australian Force headquarters of 280 at Free World

military headquarters in Saigon, and some 100 Army advisors working in

scattered areas; (b) 300 Navy men--the divers and destroyer crews; and

(c) 700 Air Force personnel divided among the Canberra squadron at Phan

Rang, the Caribou and helicopter-assault squadrons at Vung Tau, and support-

ing detachments on allied bases. These servicemen were commanded by an

Army major general whose deputy was an RAAF air commodore (brigadier
15/general equivalent)./

"1. I



- During the six years it operated in Vietnam prior to the writing of

this report, the RAAF flew its missions without a single operational loss

or fatality--although there were injuries, its aircraft took their share

3 of hits from ground fire, and one was destroyed on the ground by mortar

fire, in addition to contributing to the RVN's fight against Communist

IU forces, the RAAF was using its Vietnam experience as a source of informa-

tion and for the development of techniques which were later used in its

choice of future aircraft, training of personnel, and elaboration of RAAF

doctrine. For every squadron operating in Vietnam, there was one training
-- 16/

in Australia, and the personnel were regularly rotated.I
Most Australian units also contained a few New Zealanders, since the

3 military personnel sent to Vietnam by New Zealand were integrated intc

corresponding Australian units, under an arrangement reminiscenc of the

- World War II "Anzac" outfits.

5

I 5

I
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CHAPTER III

THE HELICOPTER MISSION

The Royal Australian Navy, Army, and Air Force all had their separate

helicopter missions in Vietnam.

The Army operated its own 161st Reconnaissance Flight (principally,

a liaison or special-air-missions flight) to support the Australian Task

Force headquarters at Nui Dat. From its establishment in September 1965,

with two helicopters and two fixed-wing aircraft, it grew to six UH-13

helicopters, three fixed-wing Porters, and one Cessna 180. These air-

craft were often pressed into artillery spotting and visual reconnaissance
17/

service.

For its part, the Navy sent 54 helicopter specialists and pilots--

but no helicopters--for detached duty in Vietnam in October 1967, not only

to contribute to the allied effort but, just as importantly, to give the

Royal Australian Navy combat experience with helicopters. Eight naval

helicopter pilots, four observer officers, four air crewmen, and 30

ground-support men deployed with the 135th U.S. Army Helicopter Assault

.Company at Bear Cat, III Corps, not far from the Australian tactical area I
of responsibility. In addition, eight Royal Australian Navy helicopter 3
pilots were attached to the RAAF's helicopter squadron, Number 9, at

Vung Tau, until February 1969. The naval personnel were fully integrated, 3
for operational purposes, into the U.S. Army and RAAF units, there working

like any other members of the units.18 When the Australian Army units in
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I Phuoc Tuy Province needed additional helicopter support, it was the 135th

U.S. Army Company, to which the bulk of the Navy personnel were attached,

that gave it to them--an arrangement incorporated into Australia's agree-
19/

ment with MACV.

RAAF No. 9 Squadron, located at Vung Tau, was Australia's largest

helicopter activity in Vietnam. Daily, its 16 UH-1 aircraft flew the5classic Army support missions for the Royal Australian Army contingent--

as well as for U.S. units, when necessary. These missions included troop

movements, clandestine insertions and extractions of special reconnaissance

3patrols, resupply of Army units in the field, medical evacuation of battle
casualties, leaflet drops, and gunship cover. The squadron often flew

3 special patrols into areas in its province that had been hit by B-52

raids, in order to assess the bomb damage. And in certain cases, No. 9

took part in joint large-scale combat-assault operations with U.S. Army
20/5 helicopter units.

Through formal agreements, No. 9 Squadron was placed under the onera-

tional control of the Australian Task Force (ATF) Commander, and was thus3 the only one of the RAAF's three squadrons in Vietnam not under USAF

control. (On the other hand, the ATF as a whole was placed under the

i operational control of the U.S. II Field Force Commander.) In furnishing

helicopter support to the task force, No. 9 came closer to actual partici-

pation in the shooting war on the ground than did the other two RAAF

squadrons. Its area of operational responsibility covered the entire
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southeastern sector of the ARVN Military Region 3 and, when the tactical

situation so indicated, included the adjacent province of Binh Tuy in
21 /

MR 3. The establishment of the squadron in June 1966 coincided with

that of the task force, and by the end of July the squadron was opera-

tional. In September, with only eight of its UH-lBs having arrived in

Vietnam, the squadron was flying over 2,000 sorties a month (about 35022/

flying hours). 

"

These first few months were marked by controversy between the23/
Australian ground commander and the RAAF._ Fortunately, it did not go

deep nor last any longer than the time it took each organization to become

familiar with the needs and methods of the other. An RAAF officer close24/ 3
to the situation at the time said simply: 2

Initially, there was some difficulty in establish-
ing working relationships--and in aligning, on the
one hand, the Army's operational requirements with,on the other hand, the techniques and tactics deveZ- ioped and employed by the RAAF helicopters.

Eventually, however, the air was cleared by (1) strengthening the

communication links between the Army Tactical Operations Center and the 3
Air Force Operations Center; (2) the Army's providing more intelligence

information to the Air Force liaison section at task force headquarters; 3
(3) including the RAAF in more of the pre-operational planning, so that

No. 9 Squadron could better prepare in advance for them and utilize its

helicopters more efficiently; and finally (4) positioning armed UH-ls at
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25/Nui Dat each day from sunrise to sunset.-

U ADDITION OF GUNSHIPS

Since 1966, when the squadron had boasted eight B-model UH-1s, No. 9Ihad, by mid-1970, doubled its strength, acquiring in the process the
26/improved and more powerful H-model. During 1968, however, the squadron

repeatedly requested from its higher headquarters the means to modify a3 certain number of its aircraft, the better to enable it to perform all

the missions of a modern helicopter assault company. Medical evacuation,

"people sniffing," leaflet dropping, "psy war" (psychological warfare)

broadcasting, and crop-spraying posed no real problems, since the "slick"

helicopters' configurations could be quickly changed from day to day by

means of kits. For them to become gunships or conand-and-control air-

craft, however, required permanent modifications, and these were what

No. 9 came to feel it needed. Since 1966, the squadron had had just one

command-and-control helicopter, but it sorely needed a back-up chopper

configured in the same way. When,for example, No. 9 needed gunship3support in the form of light fire teams, it was invariably obliged to call

21upon the U.S. Army; and, not infrequently, this support was not availabTe.3Again, when VC offensives or special allied operations made the squadron
fly more than the normal number of hours, with a resulting increase in

maintenance, the need for their own back-up command-and-control aircraft

3and their own gunships was felt with especial acuteness.
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When inserting and extracting long-range reconnaissance patrols--a I
regular task--the squadron consistently asked for more light fire teams

than the U.S. Army could provide. Starting in early 1968, therefore,

the squadron began calling for modification kits that would allow four 3
of its troop-carrying aircraft to be converted into gunships of the type

that had successfully furnished close air cover for assault and other 3
helicopter operations of the U.S. Army (See Figure 1). They were,

perhaps, influenced by the fact that during the 1968 Tet Offensive, Vung

Tau airfield had found itself under serious mortar attack, until the 5
RAAF operations officer called for, and directed from his bunker, the 28/
helicopter (and other) gunship fire that finally silenced the weapon. 2

It was not until the spring of 1969, however, that No. 9 Squadron's

persistent campaign bore fruit in the form of gunship kits. For the

crews, in place of a formal course, it was on-the-job training all the I
way. The selected gunship crew members perforce flew their training

missions against the enemy--even though it had been planned that practice

training would first be conducted--for in April 1969, on one of the first n

flights, the aircraft was diverted to protect some Australian ground

troops being overrun by the VC. The crew "in training" learned how to
use their aircraft by firing at live targets, which were, of course, not

ueterarrfby29/

averse to firing 
back.

The Australian crews of the other helicopters and the Australian I
ground troops were no exception to the laws of human nature and preferred
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3from the start to have their gunship cover in the hands of fellow country-
men. They gave these aircraft the good Australian-sounding call sign,

30/I "Bushranger." It was nevertheless a Bushranger which accidentally

I fired on Australian troops in June 1969. Two months before, the squadron

had reported, "With the introduction of the gunship, No. 9 Squadron is

3now in the shooting business, and there is much enthusiasm to find

targets and shoot up some 'Charlies.'"

From those early days in 1969 a subtle evolution apparently took

I place; for, by mid-1970, we find the Bushrangers pursuing a remarkably

circumspect policy in connection with "shooting up Charlies." By this

time, olfactory reconnaissance had become a regular mission of the

3 squadron, and the task force headquarters almost daily had a slick

helicopter with a "people-sniffer" device aboard flying above suspicious

3 areas and taking readings (See Figure 2). When a high reading was noted,

a Bushranger, which was usually fragged to follow close behind, could

rocket the area.

I The usual procedure, however, was for the Bushranger to "hold"

3 suspected VC by shooting around them until ground troops could be heli-

lifted in for positive identification. The Australians were particularly

3strict on this matter. To take a typical example from the operational

records, in February 1970, a "people-sniffer" got a high reading in a

Ifree-fire zone, where normally any Vietnamese could be shot on sight.
The Bushranger sighted 15 people, but, instead of rocketing them
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forthwith, the pilot held them until ground troops were able to identify

them all as fishermen, women, and children--not VC.

The squadron commander used the incident to emphasize once again to

his men (1) the value of Bushrangers for holding suspects and (2) the

"absolute necessity for positive identification before engaging human
31/ I

targets"--even in free-fire zones.- When questioned further about these

policies, the RAAF Australian Force, Vietnam (RAAFAFV) Air Staff Officer m
32/

confirmed that

m
. . .our policy is more stringent on this sort of
thing than MACV directives for free-fire zones.
It's a matter of general philosophy. We don't want
any unnecessary killing of people and alienation of
the population. i

Despite the caution, the sniffer-Bushranger combination accounted for a

sufficiently large number of enemy killed and captured to encourage the

task force to continue it as one of its more productive missions (See

Figure 3). For their work, the Bushrangers used M-60 machineguns, mini-
33/1

guns, and rockets with 17-lb. heads or flechettes (See Figures 4 and 5)- 3
In addition to the "people-sniffer" armed reconnaissance and classic 3

gunship roles in covering the combat assaults of airborne troops, the

Bushrangers provided cover for insertions and extractions of behind-the I
lines Army commandos called Special Air Service teams, and were used to

cover "dust-offs"--the evacuation by helicopter of wounded troops--and to

cover the insecure last lift of troops from an area (See Figure 6). One 3
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